Previous studies suggest the physical structure of a habitat has profound effects on intraspecific competition and spacing behaviour among small mammals. We compared habitat preferences and the exploratory behaviour and aggressive territorial defence of male house mice in three types of enclosure differing only in their degree of structural complexity. Each enclosure contained a nestbox placed in one corner, a central food hopper and 10 house bricks. The bricks were either placed around the outer walls (open enclosures), lined up across the middle (wall enclosures) or scattered separately across the floor (complex enclosures). In pairwise choice tests, mice showed a strong preference for wall or complex enclosures over open enclosures but no preference between wall and complex enclosures. They were more active throughout the enclosure with complex structuring and stayed near the side walls in open enclosures. Residents in open enclosures initially showed a lower rate of attack and duration of pursuit when faced with an intruder but not when faced with a second intruder. In complex enclosures, nearly all encounters ended because the residents continued pursuit but lost track of the intruder. This occurred in only half of intruder pursuits in open and wall enclosures. Our results suggest that mice prefer areas containing physical structure because this provides a degree of protection from predators but territories with complex physical structuring appear to be much more difficult to defend. Complex areas may thus support a higher density of mice than open areas or those with more simply aligned physical structuring.
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The existence of a relationship between habitat structure, predator avoidance and group size has long been established for large mammalian herbivores (e.g. Estes 1974; Jarman 1974; Kaufmann 1974; Eisenberg 1981) . In studies of small mammals, in contrast, there has been little attempt at interpreting group size and social behaviour in terms of habitat structure, and yet there is evidence suggesting that structure itself can have profound effects on intraspecific competition and spacing behaviour (Hurst et al. 1996; Gray & Hurst 1997 , 1998 Gray et al. 1998) . Social structure and spatial overlap in populations of house mice, for example, appear to vary widely between habitats (reviewed by Bronson 1979; Berry 1981) . House mice have colonized a wide range of habitats, which vary greatly in their resource distribution and physical structure (Berry 1981) . Within the commensal environment alone, habitats such as farm and other buildings vary in their level of physical complexity. Animal holding pens, for example, are often open areas subdivided into sections by internal walls; grain stores are usually open areas with no internal structuring, while storerooms tend to have a more complex arrangement, with equipment or bags of stored products distributed unevenly throughout the room. A similar range of physical complexity can be found within domestic premises; for example, garages and sheds are open areas when empty but complex when full of stored objects, while areas within the building structure (such as attics, under floorboards, within cavity walls) are often subdivided by internal walls and battens.
In commensal habitats, mice usually live in groups consisting of a dominant male with several females and their offspring, but groups may also contain a number of subordinate males and nonbreeding females. Dominant males aggressively defend their territories against neighbours and unfamiliar intruders but their success in excluding intruders and their tolerance of subordinate males living within the social group varies widely (see Crowcroft 1966; Reimer & Petras 1967; Poole & Morgan 1975 , 1976 Lidicker 1976; Hurst 1987) .
